Bantu Migrations
Archaeology confirms that agriculture had become common
between the equator and the
Sahara by the early second millennium B.C.E. It then spread
southward, displacing hunting and gathering as a way of
life. Moreover, botanical evidence indicates that banana
trees, probably introduced to southeastern Africa from
Southeast Asia, made their way north and west, retracing
in the opposite direction the presumed migration routes
of the first agriculturists.
Archaeology has also uncovered traces of copper
mining in the Sahara from the early first millennium
B.C.E. Copper appears in the Niger Valley somewhat later,
and in the Central African copper belt after 400 C.E. Most
important of all, iron smelting began in northern subSaharan Africa in the early first millennium C.E. and
spread southward from there.
Many historians believe that the secret of smelting
iron, which requires very high temperatures, was discovered only once, by the Hittites of Anatolia (modern
Turkey) around 1500 B.C.E. (see Chapter 3). If that is the
case, it is hard to explain how iron smelting reached
sub-Saharan Africa. The earliest evidence of ironworking from the kingdom of Meroë, situated on the upper
Nile and in cultural contact with Egypt, is no earlier than
the evidence from West Africa (northern Nigeria). Even
less plausible than the Nile Valley as a route of technological diffusion is the idea of a spread southward from
Phoenician settlements in North Africa, since archaeological evidence has failed to substantiate the vague
Greek and Latin accounts of Phoenician excursions to
the south.
A more plausible scenario focuses on Africans’ discovering for themselves how to smelt iron. Some historians suggest that they might have done so while firing
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pottery in kilns. No firm evidence exists to prove or disprove this theory.
Linguistic analysis provides the strongest evidence
of extensive contacts among sub-Saharan Africans in the
first millennium C.E.—and offers suggestions about the
spread of iron. More than three hundred languages spoken south of the equator belong to the branch of the
Niger-Congo family known as Bantu, after the word
meaning “people” in most of the languages.
The distribution of the Bantu languages both north
and south of the equator is consistent with a divergence
beginning in the first millennium B.C.E. By comparing
core words common to most of the languages, linguists
have drawn some conclusions about the original Bantuspeakers, whom they call “proto-Bantu.” These people
engaged in fishing, using canoes, nets, lines, and hooks.
They lived in permanent villages on the edge of the rain
forest, where they grew yams and grains and harvested
wild palm nuts from which they pressed oil. They possessed domesticated goats, dogs, and perhaps other animals. They made pottery and cloth. Linguists surmise
that the proto-Bantu homeland was near the modern
boundary of Nigeria and Cameroon.
Because the presumed home of the proto-Bantu lies
near the known sites of early iron smelting, migration by
Bantu-speakers seems a likely mechanism for the southward spread of iron. The migrants probably used iron
axes and hoes to hack out forest clearings and plant
crops. According to this scenario, their actions would
have established an economic basis for new societies capable of sustaining much denser populations than could
earlier societies dependent on hunting and gathering
alone. Thus the period from 500 B.C.E. to 600 C.E. saw a
massive transfer of Bantu traditions and practices southward, eastward, and westward and their transformation,
through intermingling with preexisting societies, into
Pan-African traditions and practices.

1. What were the effects of migration in the post-classical era?

2. What basic understandings of environment and technology did post-classical traders need
to conduct their business?

3. What were the environmental effects of migration in the post-classical era?

4. What were the linguistic effects of migration in the post-classical era?

